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Media Influences on the Formation of Misconceptions about
Psychology
Annette Kujawski Taylor & Patricia Kowalski
University of San Diego
Misconceptions regarding scientific ‘facts’ and
information have been demonstrated across many disciplines,
with many studies focusing their efforts on the ‘hard
sciences’ (Committee on Undergraduate Science Educations,
1997) . As has been pointed out in studies of the hard
sciences, such misconceptions frequently interfere with the
correct learning of subsequently presented information.
Since the early 20*" century researchers have
documented that psychology presents no exception to this
finding (Garrett & Fisher, 1926 and Valentine, 1936). In
psychology, in particular, we are faced with constantly
emerging new misconceptions born of the popular media and
press (c.f., the Mozart effect, the necessity of self-
esteem for success, or men are from Mars and women are from
Venus). Sometimes these are so new, there may be no
scientific evidence to contradict them. At other times, the
scientific evidence is only recently accumulating (c.f.,
the Mozart effect, or sugar causes hyperactivity in

children). Other misconceptions in psychology, much like in
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the physical sciences, reflect long-standing
misunderstanding (e.g., astrology, hypnosis).

Previous studies also suggested that completion of an
introductory course in psychology does not greatly reduce
the rate of belief in misconceptions {(McKeachie, 1960 and
Vaughn, 1977). Thus, the challenge for the field of
psychology is to not only determine the variables that
produce misconceptions, but also those variables that can
effect a reduction in these false beliefs.

In a series of studies over the past several years we
have examined the extent of psychological misconceptions,
their strength, sources, and various factors that may
contribute to reducing these, including individual
differences. (See Kowalski & Taylor (under review), Taylor
& Kowalski (in press) and Taylor, Kowalski, Negin, & Heise,
2001.)

Generally, introductory psychology students come into
the course with many popular misconceptions. These
misconceptions most commonly originate primarily from media
sources, personal past experiences, and (sadly) from
previous classes.

In this presentation I will first tell you a few words
about this study in general. Next, some details about

specific sources about this year’s top 10 media-based
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misconceptions will be covered. Then, the presentation will
conclude with some advice on an effective technique we have
used in the classroom to dispel misconceptions.
Method

Participants

The sample included 92 introductory psychology
students, mostly women, mostly traditional college
freshmen. These participants completed both a pretest and
posttest.
Materials

Over several previous studies we developed a 42-item
true/false pretest questionnaire for which half of the
items are phrased such that a ‘true’ response 1is correct
and half such that a ‘false’ response is correct. This same
questionnaire was used at posttest, however, each
participant received a reversed form of the questionnaire:
items that were phrased to be true, were now phrased to be
false, and vice versa. For example, if an item at pretest
read, “Eyewitness testimony is often reliable.” then the
posttest item read, “Eyewitness testimony is seldom
reliable.”

Participants rated their confidence in each answer on
a 1-10 scale from ‘not at all confident’ (guessing) to

‘very confident’ (absolutely sure).

4 A
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They were also asked to note, as specifically as
possible, where they had learned the information with as
much detail as possible.

Procedure

Students completed the pretest on the first day of
class in the Fall 2002 semester and the posttest was
completed during the last week of class.

Results
The Top 10 Media-Based Misconceptions

For convenience, all of the misconceptions are written
here in their ‘false’ format. Thus, a ‘false’ response is
the correct response.

Only performance on the first day of class is reported
here. This seems appropriate in this description of the
sources of misconceptions because pretest performance
reflects the information students brought with them to the
introductory class. Of note also is that while many
individuals mentioned multiple sources for their beliefs
they were instructed to list them in the order of their
importance to the formation of the belief. The results
presented here reflect only the primary source.

1.) The insanity defense is often used in criminal cases.
Only 13% correct at pretest. Sources: TV news, CSI, Court

TV, newspaper, trials on TV, Dateline NBC, court cases, TV
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shows.

2.) Subliminal messages can motivate peoples’ behavior
without their awareness.

17% correct at pretest. Sources: advertising, TV talk show,

TV show, TV.

3.) The suicide rate is higher among adolescents than
among any other age group.

22% correct at pretest. Sources: TV news; teen magazine

4.) ESP (extrasensory perception) has been documented.

27% correct at pretest. Sources: movies, TV, magazine

articles, TLC channel.

5.) Listening to Mozart will enhance your intelligence.

27% correct at pretest. Sources: TV: 60 Minutes, daily

news, radio: NPR, TV, TV news.

6.) Hypnosis is extremely useful in helping witnesses
recall details of crimes.

30% correct at pretest. Sources: news, Court TV, TV show,

crime shows, newspaper.

7.) A well-trained psychotherapist can establish a
person’s true thoughts and probléms by analyzing
dreams.

33% correct at pretest. Source: TV in general.

8.) The characteristic feature of Tourette’s Syndrome is

swearing & cursing.
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35% correct at pretest. Sources: magazine article, movies.
9.) Eyewitness testimony is usually reliable.
37% correct at pretest. Sources: TV, various news programs,
court cases, trials on TV, convictions covered on TV.
10.) Polygraph (lie detector) tests can accurately identify

attempts to deceive.
55% correct at pretest. Sources: movies, NYPD Blue, news,
TV shows, TLC Channel.

Concluding Remarks

Participants could attribute their knowledge to many
sources. In this presentation I have only shown you the
misconceptions with the lowest accuracy rates, when the
source of the information was attributed to a media source.
Of course, there were other misconceptions attributed to
other sources (personal experience was a popular source of
misinformation).

Recall that we also asked the students to rate their
confidence in their answers. Of greatest interest is that
whenever ‘media’ was listed as the source, mean confidence
was lower than for other sources, including the ‘don’t
remember where I learned this’ response, which had the
highest response rate overall. This suggests that students
take the media information with a grain of skepticism—

probably a healthy event given the low rate of accuracy
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when knowledge was based on media sources!

Because we have been examining the various variables
that affect the formation of false conceptions of
psychology over several years now, we have noted that
confidence levels rose over each of the past years. Thus,
the degree of skepticism attributed to media-based
information may be changing.

We are also interested in ways to reduce
misconceptions in the classroom. In this vein, we
‘targeted’ about half the items, defined as covered both in
the text and lecture in a refutational format. In lecture,
the misconception and the evidence for correct information
were provided immediately sequentially in this refutational
format. In addition, supplemental readings or readings
directly in the text were provided in this format at times.
Based on findings in the education literature we expected
this intervention to reduce misconceptions.

Indeed, at posttest, targeted items showed significant
change scores, whereas the non-targeted items did not.
Thus, it does appear that misconceptions can be changed by
using the same techniques that are more commonly referred
to in the educational literature under the heading of
conceptual change.

Finally, the good news from our research is that we
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showed substantial and significant reductions in

misconceptions from pretest to posttest. Our finding is in

contrast to previous findings reviewed in the introduction

and provide educators with the needed confidence to address

those issues which are most frequently misunderstood.
References

Committee on Undergraduate Science Educations (1997).
Misconceptions as barriers to understanding science.
In Science teaching reconsidered: A handbook (chapter
4). [Electronic version]. Washington, DC: National
Academy of Sciences.

Garrett, J., E., & Fisher, T. F. (1926). Prevalence of
certain popular misconceptions. Journal of Applied
Psychology, 10, 411-420.

Kowalski, P., & Taylor A. (2004). Ability and critical
thinking as predictors of change in students’
psychological miscpnceptions. Journal of Instructional
Psychology, under review.

McKeachie, W. J. (1960). Changes in scores on the
Northwestern Misconceptions Test in six elementary
psychology courses. Journal of Educational Psychology,
51, 240-244.

Taylor, A., Kowalski, P., Negin, L., & Heise, R. (2001).

Sources of misinformation in psychology: Media,



Media Influences 9

personal experience, and the classroom. Poster
presented at the 81°" Annual Convention of the Western
Psychology Association, Maui, HI.

Taylor, A., & Kowalski, P. (2004). Naive Psychological
Science: The Prevalence, Strength and Sources of
Misconceptions. Psychological Record, 54, in press.

Valentine, W. L. (1936). Common misconceptions of college
students. Journal of Applied Psychology, 20, 633-658.

Vaughn, E. D. (1977). Misconceptions about psychology among

introductory college students. Teaching of Psychology,



I. DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION:

U.S. Department of Education

Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI)
National Library of Education (NLE)
Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC)

REPRODUCTION RELEASE

(Specific Document)

Title:

Medua inFluences, o +he formatim of MIéédhcepf/dnb about

P3Yho

Author(s): Tow/ar Annete. #umu/ué%:

Corporate Source'

Publication Date:

Il. REPRODUCTION RELEASE:

In order to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community, documents announced in the monthly
abstract journal of the ERIC system, Resources in Education (RIE), are usually made available to users in microfiche, reproduced paper copy, and electronic
media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS). Creditis given to the source of each document, and, if reproduction release is
granted, one of the following notices is affixed to each document.

If permission is granted to reproduce and disseminate the identified documents, please CHECK ONE of the following three options and sign at the bottom

of the page.

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 1 documents

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 2A documents

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 2B documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL HAS
BEEN GRANTED BY

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN
MICROFICHE, AND IN ELECTRONIC MEDIA
FOR ERIC COLLECTION SUBSCRIBERS ONLY,
HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

2A

MICROFICHE ONLY HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

2B

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND

DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES

INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Level 1
v

Check here for Level! 1 release, permitting reproduction
and dissemination in microfiche or other ERIC archival
media (e.g., electronic) and paper copy.

Level 2A

Check here for Level 2A release, permitting reproduction
and dissemination in microfiche and in electronic media for
ERIC archival collection subscribers only

Documents will be processed as indicated provided reproduction quality permits.

Level 2B

Check here for Level 2B release, permitting reproduction

and dissemination in microfiche only

If permission to reproduce is granted, but no box is checked, documents will be processed at Leve! 1.

I hereby grant to the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive permission to reproduce and disseminate these documents
as indicated above. Reproduction from the ERIC microfiche or electronic media by persons other than ERIC employees and its system contractors
requires permission from the copyright hoider. Exception is made for non-profit reproduction by libraries and other service agencies to satisfy
information needs of educators in response lto discrete inquiries.

S ,'g n ature:
here, 9

Printed Name/Position/Title:

Ann pﬂf, /éﬂau.éb Tou_ /rr PA.b., Aosouate Fofe.

pleas e rganizal Qon/Address

P/(:

501%’ AJ 4

epmiT T

Samn Di 0 ) (A aLIIs

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

Date;

[I-1-O3

E-Mail Address; .
taul WM%MH
) =

sychology Association Annual Conference August 7-10, 2003  Toronto, Ontario



lll. DOCUMENT AVAILABILITY INFORMATION (FROM NON-ERIC SOURCE):

" If permission to reproduce is not granted to ERIC, or, if you wish ERIC to cite the availability of these documents from another source,
please provide the following information regarding the availability of these documents. (ERIC will not announce a document unless it

is publicly available, and a dependable source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ERIC selection criteria are
significantly more stringent for documents that cannot be made available through EDRS.)

Publisher/Distributor:

Address:

Price:

IV.REFERRAL OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER:

If the right to grant this reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee, please provide the appropriate name and
address:

Name:

Address:

V.WHERE TO SEND THIS FORM:

Send this form to the following ERIC Clearinghouse: ERIC Counseling & Student Services
University of North Carolina at Greensboro
201 Ferguson Building
PO Box 26171
Greensboro, NC 27402-6171




